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Petrarch
THE FATHER OF HUMANISM

During his lifetime, Francesco Petrarca, or Petrarch (1304—1374), had an as-
tounding reputation as a poet and scholar. Often called the “father of human-
ism,” he inspired other humanists through his love for classical learning; his
criticism of medieval Latin as barbaric in contrast to the style of Cicero, Seneca,
and other Romans; and his literary works based on classical models. Petrarch saw
his own age as a restoration of classical brilliance after an interval of medieval
darkness.

A distinctly modern element in Petrarch’s thought is the subjective and indi-
vidualistic character of his writing. In ralking about himself and probing his own
feelings, Petrarch demonstrates a self-consciousness characteristic of the modern
outlook.

Like many other humanists, Petrarch remained devoted to Christianity:
“When it comes to thinking or speaking of religion, that is, of the highest truth,
of true happiness and eternal salvation,” he declared, “I certainly am not a Cic-
eronian or a Platonist but a Christian.” Petrarch was a forerunner of the Christian
humanism best represented by Erasmus (see page 309). Christian humanists com-
bined an inrense devotion to Christianity with a great love for classical literature,
which they much preferred ro the dull and turgid treatises written by scholastic
philosophers and theologians. In the following passage, Petrarch criticizes his
contemporaries for their ignorance of ancient writers and shows his commitment
to classical learning.
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... O inglotious age! that scorns antiquity, its
mother, to whom it owes every noble art—that
dares to declare itself not only equal bur supe-
rior to the glorious past. I say nothing of the
vulgar, the dregs of mankind, whose sayings and
opinions may raise a laugh but hardly merit se-
rious censure. . . .

... Bur what can be said in defense of men of
education who ought not to be ignorant of an-
tiquity and yet are plunged in chis same dark-
ness and delusion?

You see thar I cannot speak of these matters
without the greatest irritation and indigna-
tion. There has arisen of late a set of dialecei-
cians {experts in logical argument]l, who are
not only ignorant but demented. Like a black
army of ants from some old rotten oak, they
swarm forth from cheir hiding places and dev-
astate the fields of sound learning. They condemn
Plaro and Aristotle, and laugh ar Socrates and

Pythagoras.! And, good God! under what silly
and incompetent leaders these opinions are put
forth. . .. Whae shall we say of men who scorn
Marcus Tullius Cicero,? the bright sun of elo-
quence? Of those who scoff at Varro and Seneca,3
and are scandalized at whart they choose to call the

The work of Aristotle (384-322 B.C), 2 leading Greek
philosopher, had an eaormous influence among medieval and
Renaissance scholars. A student of the philosopher Socrates,
Plato (c. 427-347 B.C.) was one of the greasest philosophers of
ancient Greece (see Chapeer 3). His work grew to be exteemely
influential in the Wesc during the Renaissance period, as new
texes of his writings were discovered and transtated into Latin
and more Westerners could read che originals in Greek.
Pychagoras (c. 582-¢. 507 B.C.) was a Greek philosopher whose
work influenced both Socrates and Plato.

2Cicero {106-43 B.C.) was a Roman statesman and rhetori-
cian. His Latin style was especially admired and emulated
during the Renaissance (see p. 108).

*Varro {116-27 B.C.) was 2 Roman scholar and historian.
Seneca (4 B.C.—A.D. 65) was a Roman statesman, drarmatise,
and Stoic philosopher whose literary style was greatly ad-
mired during the Renaissance (see p. 187).
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crude, unfinished style of Livy and Sallust [Ro-
man historians]? . . .

Such are the times, my friend, upon which we
have fallen; such is the period in which we
live and are growing old. Such are the critics of
roday, as I so often have occasion to lament and
complain—men who are innocenr of knowl-
edge and vircue, and yet harbour the most ex-
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alted opinion of themselves. Not content with
fosing the words of the ancients, they must at-
tack their genius and their ashes. They rejoice
in their ignorance, as if what they did not
know were not worth knowing. They give full
rein to their license and conceit, and freely in-
troduce among us new authors and outlandish
teachings.

Leonardo Bruni

STUDY OF GREEK LITERATURE AND A
HUMANIST EDUCATIONAL PROGRAM

Leonardo Bruni (1374-1444) was a Florentine humanist who extolled both
intellectual study and active involvement in public affairs, an outlook called civie
humanism. In the first reading from his History of His Own Times in ltaly, Bruni
expresses the humanist’s love for ancient Greek literature and language.

In a treatise, De Studiis et Literis (On Learning and Literature), written around
1405 and addressed to the noble lady Baptista di Montefeltro (1383-1450),
daughter of the Count of Urbino, Bruni outlines the basic course of studies that
the humanists recommended as the best preparation for a life of wisdom and
virtue, In addition to the study of Christian literature, Bruni encourages a wide
familiarity with the best minds and stylists of ancient Greek and Latin cultures.

LOVE FOR GREEK LITERATURE

Then first came a knowledge of Greek, which
had not been in use among us for seven hundred
years. Chrysoloras the Byzantine,! a man of no-
ble birth and well versed in Greek letters,
brought Greek learning to us. When his coun-
try was invaded by the Turks, he came by sea,
first to Venice. The report of him soon spread,
and he was cordially invited and besought and
promised a public stipend, to come to Florence
and open his store of riches to the youth. I was
then studying Civil Law,2 but . . . I burned with

!Chrysoloras (c. 1355-1415), a Byzantine writer and
teacher, intreduced the study of Greek lirerature to the Ital-
ians, helping to open 2 new age of Western humanistic
learning.

*Civil Law refers co the Roman [aw as codified by Emperor
Justinian in the early sixch century A.D. and studied in me-
dieval law schools.

love of academic studies, and had spent no little
pains on dialectic and rhetoric. At the coming of
Chrysoloras I was torn in mind, deeming it
shameful to desere the law, and yet a crime to
lose such a chance of studying Greek literarure;
and often with youthful impulse I would say to
myself: “Thou, when it is permitted thee to gaze
onn Homer, Plato and Demosthenes,? and the
other {Greek} poets, philosophers, orators, of
whom such glorious things are spread abroad,
and speak with them and be inscruceed in their
admirable teaching, wilt thou desert and rob
thyself? Wile thou neglect this oppostunity so
divinely offered? For seven hundred years, no
one in Italy has possessed Greek letters; and yet
we confess that all knowledge is derived from

iDemaosthenes (384322 B.C.) was an Athenian statesman
and orator whose orarorical scyle was much admired by Ren-
aissance humanists,
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